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When I mentioned to someone the other day that I was hoping to preach on the Lord’s Prayer, they asked, “Is that part of a series? Surely, you can not do it in one sermon!” And they were right, of course. It is quite a short, simple prayer, especially the version in Luke’s Gospel, but those of us, who’ve been listening to sermons for most of our lives, know that there is a lot to be said about it. We also know that a lot has been said about it, and I am quite sure, if you were hard pushed, you, yourselves, could put together a few important pointers that come to mind when we mention the Lord’s Prayer.

The most surprising thing I have recently come across about it was that, it is not what we would call a Christian Prayer. It has been called The Abba prayer by the early Christians, the Our Father, by our Catholic friends and The Lord’s Prayer, by the Protestant tradition  and in spite of it being the most deeply loved and widely used prayer by all Christians, there is nothing specifically Christian about it. No word about the Trinity, no word about justification by grace through faith, no word about love or sacrifice, Christian service or eternal life. And if we want to say that it is a Jewish Prayer from the lips of the Jewish Jesus (who was not a Christian as one of my aunts supposed), we have to admit that there is no word in it about the Law, or the Covenant, or the Promised Land either. And as to its contents, it is difficult to discover in it the main components of a ‘proper’ prayer, as we understand it: adoration, confession, thanksgiving, petition, intercession. So, if we wanted to categorise it, we would have to come to it in a different way, it seems. 

It may be helpful for us to know that we have three early versions of the Lord’s Prayer, one in Matthew’s Gospel (6:9-13), one in Luke’s Gospel, we’ve just read, and one in the earliest written Christian Catechism called the Didache, or The Teachings of the Twelve Apostles, which comes from the end of the first or the beginning of the 2nd century. Not to make our job too easy, all three versions are slightly different and I am sure there must be many comparative studies written about the significance of those differences. Luke’s version is the shorter of the two recorded in the NT and is probably the earlier in origin. 

As we know the prayer itself consists of two major parts, all phrased in the form of petition, the first part is about God and the second is about human need. However, those two parts are so closely and organically related that they could be termed as two sides of the same coin (John Dominic Crossan: The Greatest Prayer, SPCK 2011. In its fullest version there are three imperatives about God (hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done) and in a literary parallelism three matching requests dealing with our human condition (daily bread, forgiveness, temptation).  Accordingly, the second half can be regarded as an elaboration or explanation of those statements about the nature of God and the understanding of the world, which come in the first part. Given all that, today we are going to focus on the central request of the first part, in the hope that through it we may learn something about the whole prayer: “Your kingdom come”, a sentence, which is identical in all three early versions.  

It may have been slightly surprising for you to hear our first reading from the book of Daniel, which we don’t read very often and I have to admit, it was not the allocated OT passage for today in the lectionary. We read it for it seems to be the crucial source for two of Jesus’ most frequently used and most characteristic ideas, the kingdom of God and his self-designation as ‘Son of Man’. Daniel in his vision sees four kingdoms passing away one after another before he sees ‘one like a son of man’ (or ‘one like a human being’ in the newer translations) coming and receiving the Kingship from God, or ‘the Ancient of Days’. The four previous kingdoms are seen as four great beasts. They stand for the historical rule of the Babylonians, the Medes, the Persians and the Macedonian Greeks. In the dream they appear as animals; lion, bear, leopard etc., but they stand up on two feet pretending to be human. They are terrifying in their power and between them they crunch and devour and trample under foot everything in their way. 

And then there comes the new kingdom, which is from God. From the dream it becomes clear that as opposed to the beast-like kingdoms, this is a truly humanlike kingdom. Yet it is not an earthly kingdom, but a heaven-born kingdom. It is not a kingdom that passes away with the appearance of the next one, it is an everlasting kingdom. So, these are the external characteristics of the Kingdom of God, appearing here in its ancient, historical context for the first time in the Bible. But how do we cope with the whole idea of a Kingdom now with all the ambiguity it conjures up, knowing what we know about destructive Kingdoms, autocratic political regimes, where sovereign power is invariably misused? Well, both the Hebrew and the Aramaic word for ‘kingdom’ have a different connotation from our English word. Their emphasis is not so much on a person and a territory where they rule, but a process, a ruling style. In other words, the ‘reigning of God’, or ‘the ruling style of God’ would be a more accurate translation. And what does that mean? What is the ruling style of God? The OT does not find difficulty in defining it and is fairly unanimous about it: 

Mighty King, lover of justice, you have established equity; 

you have executed justice and righteousness…(Psalm 99:4)

And the prophet Jeremiah echoes the same:


I am the Lord; I act with steadfast love, justice and

            righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight,

            says the Lord. (Jer 9:24)

Equity, love, justice and righteousness characterise the ruling style of God. And justice here does not mean, punishing justice, where everyone gets their just deserts, but distributive justice, in which God, the divine Householder is busy assuring that all are fairly and equally treated in the household of the world. In our way of thinking it is as if “the Holy One of Justice and righteousness was actually responsible for the annual budget of the world economy” (J D Crossan: The Greatest Prayer). Just imagine, that’s what we are praying for, when we say the Lord’s Prayer! There is no sign here of a shy withdrawal from the affairs of ‘the world’, or thinking that religion and politics should not mix. I think Justin Welby would feel at home amongst his OT predecessors when he raises questions about pay-day loans and possible credit unions from his position as Archbishop of Canterbury! 


Jesus, on the other hand is not as explicit as that, though his meaning is quite clear. He does not actually say what the Kingdom is. In his teaching he only says what the Kingdom is like, and he uses a range of ever-changing metaphors, since he does not find any actual examples of it in our human arrangements. It’s like a seed secretly growing, the yeast fermenting the dough,  a sheep, a coin, a child lost and found, a stranger performing an unexpected kindness, a half-dead branch coming to life and producing fruit, a banquet to which everyone is invited.  Do we see those signs around us now? Do we recognise them when we see them? What’s more, do we make them happen? In the Biblical vision first the ‘one like the son of man’ is given the responsibility of reigning in the Kingdom, but as we read further the vision expands to all “the holy people of the Most High”. God’s Kingdom is not to be accomplished without human collaboration. Just as the Lord’s Prayer has two parts, a divine and a human part, so the Kingdom itself is a joint venture summed up like this by Desmond Tutu, the South African bishop: “God, without us, will not; as we, without God, cannot.” 


Praying for God’s kingdom then involves not just God’s actions, but all of ours as we try to work alongside and according to the will of the Holy God. It means a mode of living for us  as images and heirs of our Creator and ‘joint heirs with Christ’ (as Paul says in Romans 8: 15,17) that strives to bring daily bread on everyone’s table, that makes forgiveness of  both debts and sins possible, that is not tempted to use unworthy methods to achieve worthy causes. Jesus may not have verbally defined what the Kingdom was, but he certainly lived it with every fibre of his body incarnating those same ancient characteristics of loving everyone, treating everybody with equity, justice and righteousness. And we are called to do the same. The vision is much wider than anything Judaism or Christianity could accomplish on their own.

So, even if we can not categorise the Lord’s Prayer as either a specifically Jewish, or specifically Christian prayer, yet it encompasses the teachings of both, and when it comes to its vision of the Kingdom of God perhaps we can say with Dominic Crossan that “it is a prayer from the heart of Judaism on the lips of Christianity for the conscience of the world.”

